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Abstract
This prototype approach to the study of concept tries to verify the influence of variables place of origin and gender in concept 
formation, whether it is an abstract concept or a spontaneous one. It is hypothesized, on the one hand, that there are no 
differences between Danish and Spanish participants in concept formation whether or not they are abstract concepts and, on the
other hand, though both men and women resort to the same arguments when referring to the spontaneous concept, they differ in 
the type of argument in the case of the abstract concept. The results suggest that Spaniards and Danes differ in the formation of 
abstract concept; however, they are similar when it is time to construct spontaneous concept. Likewise, men and women use the 
same arguments when referring abstract and spontaneous concepts.
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.
Peer-review under responsibility of the Scientific Committee of the XXXIII AESLA CONFERENCE.
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1. Introduction
Eleanor Rosch's prototype theory of concepts formation says that elements are grouped according to similarity 
criteria. Some members of the category are more representative or prototypical than others in the continuum of 
typicality. In this continuum, concepts are mutually compared with each other. This implies the existence of 
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constitutive traits and less characteristic peripheral attributes that, at the same time, are shared in other categories 
(Rosch, cited in Garrido, 2010). 
Within the construction of categories, realistic and universalist theory defend that categories are a direct reflection 
of reality, while the relativity theory holds that the categories are built by individuals. According to Rosch, if the 
categorization processes differs in every culture, no one could establish a realistic knowledge of the world. However, 
other authors like Whorf argue that the categorization of the world is modulated by the linguistic peculiarities of 
each culture (De Vega, 1984). The results of cross-cultural studies on categorization processes are more consistent 
with the universalist vision of Rosch than the relativity vision of Whorf (De Vega, 1984).
Vygotsky, focused on an historical-cultural approach, analyzes the origin of language and its influence on the 
thought. Concerning the acquisition and development of concepts, he categorizes them in “daily” and “scientific”. 
Daily concepts are originated from reflections of everyday experience and are highly dependent on context. 
Scientific concepts are acquired in the process of formal schooling and have a hierarchical organization (Vygotsky, 
cited in Melendez & Piña, 2006).
The prototype theory emphasise the importance of the contexts in concept formation, so the emotional component 
that permeates them cannot be underestimated. Authors like Casado argue that only one word covers a wide range of 
meanings and emotional aspects vary subtly from one language to another due to cultural and linguistic reasons 
(Casado, cited in Garrido, 2010). 
The study conducted by Schweiger-Gallo, Fernández-Dols, Pablo-Lerchundi & Gollwitzer (2013) with the 
concept “asco” in Spanish and “Ekel” in German, from a prototype perspective, deserves a special mention. They 
discover similar words associated with the concept “disgust” in both samples, such as “gastric juices” or “faeces”. 
However, the Spanish and German samples differed in many categories. For example, German mentioned “mildew”, 
but the word is not represented among Spaniards. 
Not only territorial or cultural variables influence in the development of collective vocabulary. Gender plays an 
important role too. For example, Furham & Cheng (2000) report that men think that “happiness” depends on factors 
of safety, while women say that “happiness” is related to the social support and the self-esteem. Nevertheless, 
Chiasson, Dubé & Blondin (cited in Garrido, 2010) do not defend the differences by gender. When they study the 
formation of concept “happiness” in citizens of US, Canada and El Salvador, they find out that there are significant 
differences only between men and women of El Salvador.
In short, prototype theory presents a heterogeneous view regarding concept formation of a group. However, it is 
remarkable that, as Santamaría et al. (2010) spotlight, patterns in the formation of self-concept of the Danish and 
Spanish cultures tend to converge more than could be expected. This invites us to think that belonging to the 
European community promotes similarities in concept formation. Therefore, the next objectives are proposed: (1) To 
examine the formation of abstract concepts in Spanish and Danish citizens to find out if the concepts are equivalent 
in spite of different places of origin; (2) To study the possible effect of gender on abstract concept formation; (3) To 
analyze the formation of spontaneous concepts in Spanish and Danish citizens to discover if they are equivalent in 
the different places of origin; and (4) To investigate the possible effect of gender in spontaneous concept formation.
2. Methodology
The sample group comprised 32 participants aged between 20 and 25: 16 Danes (8 men and 8 women) and 16 
Spaniards (8 men and 8 women). All of them were undergraduate students of University of Seville (Spain) and 
Aarhus University (Denmark). Participants were selected through convenience sampling. The variable “level 
education” was controlled. 
Independent variables “gender” and “nationality” were studied. Values of “gender” were “man” and “woman”, 
while values of “nationality” were “Denmark” and “Spain”. 
“Concept formation” was selected as dependent variable. The categories proposed to classify the ideas associated 
with abstract and spontaneous concepts were “ethical” (to distinguish between right and wrong actions), “daily” 
(experiences of daily life) and “scientific” (reasoning acquired in the school experience).
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The study was conducted through a questionnaire, via the Internet, designed ad hoc. The data collection process 
consisted of two phases. First, subjects mentioned six words, phrases or expressions related to the abstract concept 
“respect” and the spontaneous concept “exam”. Second, they argued why gave their answers.
Data were studied in two ways. In the qualitative analysis, answers were organized according to their position (1º-
2º and 5º-6º places) and times they were mentioned. In the quantitative analysis, ethical, daily and scientific 
arguments were counted by participant and type of concept (abstract or spontaneous) used, in order to know what 
argument was more prototypical. Nonparametric test “Mann–Whitney U test” was applied for quantitative analysis 
using SPSS Statistics 19.0.1 program.
3. Results
3.1. To examine the formation of abstract concepts in Spanish and Danish citizens to find out if the concepts are 
equivalent in spite of different places of origin
Given that U=75,500, p=,040 for ethical argumentation, U=74,000, p=,038 for daily argumentation and 
U=127,500, p=,983 for scientific argumentation, there was statistically significant differences among arguments 
offered for abstract concept. Spaniards employed primarily ethical arguments and Danes used daily arguments 
(Figure 1).
Fig. 1. Frequencies of arguments for the abstract concept “respect” according to nationality.
Significant differences were found in qualitative analysis of concept “respect”. The word “tolerance” is deeply
entrenched in Danish culture, in addition to “education”, “humility”, “relation” and “humanity”. Spaniards 
mentioned the same words, but in different frequency and position (Figure 2).
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Fig. 2. Qualitative analysis of abstract concept “respect” according to nationality (frequency and position).
3.2. To study the possible effect of gender on abstract concept formation
Fig. 3. Frequencies of arguments for abstract concept “respect” for according to gender.
In relation to quantitative analysis, U=113,000, p=,558 for ethical argumentation, U=103,000 p=,337 for daily 
argumentation and U=126,000, p=,930 for scientific argumentation. There were not significant differences among 
the groups. So, men and women formed abstract concept “respect” from daily arguments (Figure 3).
By the other hand, qualitative analysis shows that men and women said the same words in the first position, but 
its frequency and position were different. Words most used by men were “relation” “humility”, “education” and 
“humanity” while in women’s group “education” was the first answer, followed by “tolerance”, “relation”, 
“humility” and “humanity” (Figure 4).
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Fig. 4. Qualitative analysis of abstract concept “respect” according to gender (frequency and position).
3.3. To analyze the formation of spontaneous concepts in Spanish and Danish citizens to discover if they are 
equivalent in the different places of origin
Figure 5 showed the graphic comparison of type of argument depending of nationality. Given that U=128,000, 
p=1 for ethical argumentation, U=126,000, p=,938 for daily argumentation and U=126,000, p=,938 by scientific 
argumentation, significant differences were not discover. Both groups rejected completely ethical argument and 
used mostly daily arguments to defend the choice of words associated with the concept “exam”.
Fig. 5. Frequencies of arguments for spontaneous concept “exam” according to nationality.
In qualitative analysis, Danes and Spaniards thought that the words more representatives of spontaneous concept 
“exam” were ideas of emotional nature like “nerves” and “anxiety”. Although they did not coincide in the third 
word (Danes answered “performance” and Spaniards “to study”) both shared academic nature. On the other hand, 
Spaniards did not repeat enough words in last positions to define prototype items, but Danes commented the words 
“successes”, “test” and “score” in last positions (Figure 6).
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Fig. 6. Qualitative analysis of spontaneous concept “exam” according to nationality (frequency and position).
3.4. To investigate the possible effect of gender in spontaneous concept formation
It was seen in Figure 7 that men and women coincided completely in the quantity of arguments. Since 
U=128,000, p=1 for ethical argumentation, U=85,500, p=,099 for daily argumentation  and U=85,500, p=,099 for 
scientific argumentation, statistically significant differences were not observed. Men and women appealed to their 
daily experiences to reflect about spontaneous concept “exam”.
Fig. 7. Frequencies of arguments for spontaneous concept “exam” according to gender.
Analyzing first positions from the qualitative view, the frequency of words in women was fewer. Words more 
used were related to the emotionality (“nerves” and “anxiety”) and academic action (“study”). Men thought in these 
words, but the frequency is not the same. Words used in last positions by men and women coincided in frequency 
but they are not the same. Even the nature of words were different because men thought on “test” and “score” and 
women associated “exam” with “to assess” and “successes” (Figure 8).
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Fig. 8.  Qualitative analysis of spontaneous concept “exam” according to gender (frequency and position).
4. Discussion
Regarding the abstract concept, Spaniards used mainly ethical arguments, while Danes employed daily 
arguments. “Respect” is an essential and widespread element in Danish culture; however, it seems that the Spaniards 
fail to incorporate it into their society. These outcomes do not coincide with researches of authors like Santamaria et 
al. (2010), who do not discover significant differences between Danish, Spanish and Mexican college students when 
define their self-concept. Perhaps we were wrong when assumed that there were no differences between Spaniards 
and Danes for being within the European framework. 
Differences were not statistic significant in abstract concept's arguments when gender was considered because 
men and women related the word “respect” with daily arguments. Although the word “sincerity” was little 
prototypical among women, men did not even mention it. Society and culture reinforce behaviours and thoughts 
associated with gender. For example, in Spain men can express their masculinity through infidelity, while women 
always must be loyal because it is a “respectful behaviour”.
From the qualitative perspective, frequency and type of argument of words most prototypical related with 
spontaneous concept were similar between Spaniards and Danes; however, the dispersion of words in Spaniards 
prevented to establish prototype items in late position. From the quantitative perspective, differences between 
spontaneous concept's arguments of Spaniards and Danes were not statistic significant, though Spanish arguments 
were more daily and Danish arguments were more scientific. Curiously, Danes and Spaniards said the same words 
when they were asked for the word “exam”: “nerves” and “anxiety”. In this case, we supposed that sharing European 
framework could facilitate that Danes and Spaniards coincide in words, frequency and type of argument for 
spontaneous concepts due to they live the same experiences.
We did not find statistic significant differences in the quantitative study of spontaneous concept in function of 
gender. Men and women coincided totally in the arguments' distribution, using mostly daily arguments. Similar 
outcomes are seen in other researches (Chiasson et al., cited in Garrido, 2010). If men and women live in contexts 
that promote equal opportunities, they will be able to access at the same experiences. Considering the qualitative 
part, women reported that felt “nerves” and “anxiety” when take exams, while men indicated that they experienced 
those states and it was also necessary “to work” and “to study”. Despite the trend toward androgyny of stereotypes 
and roles in Western, families, education and other systems continue fostering differences by gender: women are 
educated on emotionality and men are educated on efficiency and pragmatism.
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